CHAPTER I

NATURE AND DISTRIBUTION
OF THE DEPRESSED CLASSES

A characteristic feature of Hindu society is its segmentation
into a large number of groups with varying degrees of prestige,
respectability and circles of social intercourse, membership
whereof is determined by birth. These social groups or castes,
as these are called, are distinguished from one another by the
existence of special rights for some groups and disabilities for
others as well as by the existence of certain vocational, connu-
bial, and commensal restrictions. And there exists too a definite
scheme of social precedence with the Brahmin at the top of it.
This system of social differentiation is not without ^parallels in
history. The citizens and the helots and slaves of Sparta, the
patricians and the plebeians and slaves of ancient Rome re-
presented well-defined social groups differentiated by privileges
and disabilities as well as by vocational and connubial restric-
tions. These were, however, mere approaches to a caste system
for these status groups " were frankly based on wealth and land
holding and unlike Hindu castes were of political importance/'l
Coming to more recent times we find that in Europe there deve-
loped during the Middle Ages " a quasi-caste system with
aristocratic rank and privileges, sumptuary laws, feudalism? and
occupation guilds in control of much of industry. The classes,
however, never crystallized into complete castes and final reli-
gious sanction was never obtained/'2 But a feature of the Hindu
social system that has no parallels elsewhere is the existence of
certain untouchable and unapproachable groups. It is mostly
'with these groups, and with a few others which are not untouch-
able but yet must be considered as depressed, that we shall be
concerned during the course of this work.

Definition of Depressed Class

The term depressed class' does not lend itself to a precise

1  Encyclopaedia of the Social Sciences, Article on 'Caste'.

2 Ibid.